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 In memory of my father


ROBERT FRANKLIN FREY



 Prologue

RUSSELL THOMAS places the toe of his right sneaker one inch behind the three-point line. Inspecting the basket with a level gaze, he bends twice at the knees, raises the ball to shoot, then suddenly looks around. What is it? Has he spotted me, watching from the opposite end of the playground? No, something else is up. He’s lifting his nose to the wind like a spaniel; he appears to be gauging air currents. Russell waits until the wind settles, bits of trash feathering lightly to the ground. Then he sends a twenty-five-foot jump shot arcing through the soft summer twilight. It drops without a sound through the dead center of the bare iron rim. So does the next one. So does the one after that. Alone in the gathering dusk, Russell begins to work the perimeter against imaginary defenders, unspooling jump shots from all points.

It’s the summer of 1991, and Russell has just finished his junior year at Abraham Lincoln High School in Coney Island, New York. Eighteen years old, he stands six feet two, weighs a hundred and eighty pounds, and is the proud owner of a newly shaved scalp and a small goatee. When he practices at this court, everything between his shiny bald top and his jutting, bearded chin goes blank, and he moves over the asphalt as if in a trance—silent, monklike, in a galaxy of his own. Most summer evenings I come by this court to watch Russell and his friends play ball, and I have found few sights quite as stirring as that of Russell’s jumper, tracing a meteor curve in the still, expectant air. But the shot, I realize tonight, is merely the final gesture, the public flourish of a private regimen that brings Russell to this court day and night. Avoiding pickup games, he gets down to work: an hour of three-point shooting, then wind sprints up the fourteen flights in his project stairwell, then back to this court where, much to his friends’ amusement, he shoots one-handers ten feet from the basket while sitting in a chair.

 At this hour Russell usually has the court to himself. Lately New York City has been slogging through one of its enervating heat waves, a string of 95-degree days, and most of Coney Island’s other players won’t come out until after dark, when the thick, humid air begins to stir with night breezes and the court lights come on. But tonight is turning out to be a fine one—cool and foggy. The low, slanting sun sheds a pink light over the silvery Atlantic just a block away, and milky sheets of fog roll off the ocean and drift in tatters along the project walkways. The air smells of sewage and salt water. At the far end of the court, where someone has torn a hole in the chain-link fence, other players climb in and begin warming up.

“Just do it, right?” I glance to my left, and there is Corey Johnson, smiling mischievously, eyes alight. He nods toward the court—Russell at one end, a group of players stretching out and taking lay-ups at the other—and it does, in fact, resemble a sneaker commercial. “Work hard, play hard, buy yourself a pair of Nikes, young man,” Corey intones. Corey, who is known throughout Coney Island for a variety of talents, practices some deft mimicry, and his rendition of a white, stentorian-voiced TV announcer is easily among his best. “They get you where you want to go, which is out of the ghet-to!” He laughs, we shake hands, and he takes up an observation post by my side.

I am always pleased, though somewhat surprised, when Corey comes by this court. Corey is Russell’s best friend and one of Lincoln High’s other star juniors. But he specializes in ironic detachment and normally shows up courtside, carrying his Walkman, merely to watch for girls with his handsome, hooded eyes. That may be his intention yet. Tonight he is wearing a fresh white T-shirt, expertly ripped along the back and sleeves to reveal glimpses of his sculpted physique, denim shorts that reach to his knees, and a pair of orange sneakers that go splendidly with his lid—a tan baseball cap with orange piping, which he wears with the bill pointing skyward. From his headphones come the sounds of Color Me Badd, and Corey sings along: I-wanna-sex-you-up . . . He loops his fingers around the chain-link fence and says, “I tell you, Coney Island is like a disease—of the mind. It makes you lazy. You relax too much. ’Cause all you ever see is other guys relaxing.”

 There was a time, of course, when Coney Island inspired among its residents more sanguine remarks—when the neighborhood was home to three world-renowned amusement parks, and its streets were lined with three-story homes, filled to the eaves with Jewish, Irish, and Italian families who proclaimed Coney Island the most welcoming place in America for a newly arrived immigrant—a latter-day Plymouth Rock. Now, however, all but a few scattered rides have been dismantled; most of the cottages and tripledeckers have succumbed to the bulldozers of urban renewal; and in their place the city has erected a vast tract of housing projects, home to Coney Island’s newest arrivals—African-Americans—and packed so densely along a twenty-block stretch that a new skyline has risen at land’s end by the beach and the boardwalk.

The experiment of public housing, which has worked throughout the country to isolate its impoverished and predominantly black tenants from the hearts of their cities, may have succeeded here with even greater efficiency because of Coney Island’s utter remoteness. On this peninsula, at the southern tip of Brooklyn, there are almost no stores, no trees, no police; nothing, in fact, but block after block of gray-cement projects—hulking, prisonlike, and jutting straight into the sea. Most summer nights now, an amorphous unease settles over Coney Island, as apartments become stifling and the streets fall prey to the gangs and drug dealers. Options are limited: to the south is the stiff gray meringue of the Atlantic; to the north, more than ten miles away, one can just make out the Statue of Liberty and the glass-and-steel spires of Manhattan’s financial district. Officially, Coney Island is part of the endless phantasmagoria that is New York City. But on a night like this, as the dealers set up their drug marts in the streets and alleyways, and the sounds of sirens and gunfire keep pace with the darkening sky, it feels like the end of the world.

 Yet even in Coney Island there is a use to which a young man’s talent, ambition, and desire to stay out of harm’s way may be put: there is basketball. Hidden behind the projects are dozens of courts, and every night they fill with restless teenagers, who remain there for hours until exhaustion or the hoodlums take over. The high school dropouts and the aging players who never made it to college usually show up for a physical game at a barren strip of courts by the water known as Chop-Chop Land, where bruises and minutes played are accrued at a one-to-one ratio. The younger kids congregate for rowdy games at Run-and-Gun Land. The court there is short and the rims are low, so everyone can dunk, and the only pass ever made is the one inbounding the ball. At Run-and-Gun, players stay on the move for another reason: the court sits just below one of the most dreaded projects, where Coney Island’s worst hoodlums sometimes pass a summer evening “getting hectic,” as they say—shooting at each other or tossing batteries and beer bottles onto the court from apartment windows fifteen stories above.


 The neighborhood’s best players—Russell, Corey, and their brethren on the Lincoln varsity—practice a disciplined, team-driven style of basketball at the court where I am standing tonight, which has been dubbed the Garden, after the New York Knicks’ arena. In a neighborhood ravaged by the commerce of drugs, the Garden offers a cherished sanctuary. A few years ago community activists petitioned the housing authority to install night lights. And the players themselves resurfaced the court and put up regulation-height rims that snap back after a player dunks. Russell may be the only kid at the Garden who shoots one-handers from a chair or practices his defensive footwork with a ten-pound brick in each hand, but no one here treats the game as child’s play. Even the dealers and hoodlums refrain from vandalizing the Garden, because in Coney Island the possibility of transcendence through basketball—in this case, an athletic scholarship to a four-year Division I college—is an article of faith.

Although a pickup game has begun at the basket nearest Corey and me, Russell still commands the other. As the last light drains from the summer sky, he finishes with three-pointers and moves on to baby hooks: fifteen with the left hand, fifteen with the right; miss one and start all over again. It is not too much to say that basketball has saved Russell. The Thomases—Russell, his mother, and his two younger sisters—live in one of the neighborhood’s toughest projects, just a block from this court; and in earlier days Russell often caused his family considerable grief, sometimes leaving home for long stretches to hang out on the streets with his friends. Every teenager does this to some extent, but the custom posed a greater threat in Russell’s case since certain of his friends back then liked to wander over to neighboring Brighton Beach in order to hold up pensioners at gunpoint. But having watched so many of his contemporaries fall into gangs or prison or an early grave, Russell has developed new ambitions for himself. A few months ago, he led the team at Lincoln High to the New York City public school championship, which was played at Madison Square Garden and broadcast citywide on cable TV. For most of his teammates, it was a moment to savor; Russell hardly broke stride to celebrate. Until he wins his college scholarship, sometime in the months ahead, all else in his life seems to dwindle to the vanishing point—everything besides the ball, this basket, and his conviction that, by practicing each day and playing by all the rules, he has set himself on a path that will change his life. “Man, I hate Coney Island,” Russell has told me several times. “Maybe after I finish college I’ll come back to get my mom. But that’s it. I’m leaving. And I’m never coming back.”

 Soon the orange court lights at the Garden come on, displacing the encroaching darkness, and two players on either end of the court climb the fence and sit atop the backboards, hanging nets—a sign that a serious game is about to begin. A few minutes later, a uniformed referee actually shows up to officiate. Suddenly a ferocious grinding noise fills the air. It gets louder and louder, and then a teenage kid riding a Big Wheel careers onto the court. He darts through the playground crowd, leaving a wake of pissed-off players, hops off his ride, and watches it crash kamikaze-style into the fence. “Ah, yes, Stephon Marbury,” Corey remarks dryly. “Future of the neighborhood.”

Stephon is barely fourteen, has yet to begin his freshman year at Lincoln High, but is already considered the most gifted young New York City guard since Kenny Anderson came out of the Lefrak City projects in Queens two years ago on his way to becoming the star of the New Jersey Nets. Last summer, as an eighth-grader, Stephon snuck into a basketball camp for high-schoolers and would have been kicked out, except that he played with such consummate brilliance that his stunt was written up in the sports pages of the New York Daily News. Fourteen years old, and his college recruiting has already begun. Coaches send him letters (in violation of NCAA rules), requesting the pleasure of his company during his years of college eligibility; street agents, paid under the table by colleges to bring top players to their programs, are cultivating Stephon; and practically every high school coach in the city heaps him with free gear—sneakers, caps, bags—in an attempt to lure him to his school.

 At first glance, Stephon doesn’t look like the future of anything. He’s diminutive, barely five feet nine, with the rounded forehead and delicate features of an infant. He sports a stylish razor cut and a newly pierced ear, and the huge gold stud seems to tilt his tiny bald head off its axis. Caught somewhere between puberty and superstardom, he walks around with his sneakers untied, the ends of his belt drooping suggestively from his pants, and half a Snickers bar extruding from his mouth. But what on earth is this? Dribbling by himself in a corner of the court, Stephon has raised a ball with one hand directly over his head and threaded it through his legs. From back to front. Without interrupting his dribble. Now he’s doing it with two balls!

With Stephon here, Corey hands me his Walkman and strolls onto the court. Russell, too, is persuaded to give up his solo regimen and puts his gold chain around my neck for safekeeping. In fact, every star from Lincoln High has come out tonight except the team’s center, Tchaka Shipp, but the game won’t be delayed on his account. Tchaka lives miles away in the more working-class environs of Jamaica, Queens; and although at six feet seven he towers above all his teammates, he has been leery of hanging around the Coney Island courts ever since he came here to play, spent the night at Corey’s apartment, and someone blew up a car right outside Corey’s window. Not long ago Tchaka ventured to the Garden, knowing he’d get the best run in all five boroughs here, but after he surveyed the mangy dogs and ragged street people lingering around the court’s edges, he concluded, “Too many low-life, rowdy-ass Brooklyn niggers. I’m heading back to Queens. Now.”

 Tonight, however, darkness brings only a cool, vaporous sea breeze and nothing to distract the players from their game. Basketball, it is commonly said, is a sport of pure instinct, but the five-on-five contest that begins here is something else. Corey and Stephon are cousins, and Russell is as good as family—the three of them have played together since they were in grade school. They seem to move as if the spontaneous, magical geometry of the game has all been rehearsed in advance. Stephon, the smallest by far, is doing tricks with the ball as though it were dangling from his hand by a string, then gunning it to his older teammates with a series of virtuoso no-look passes: behind-the-back passes, sidearm passes, shovel passes. Corey is lulling defenders with his sleepy eyes, then exploding to the basket, where he casually tosses the ball through the hoop. Russell is sinking twenty-footers as if they were six-inch putts.

The game has just begun when a crowd starts to form: sidelined players, three deep, waiting their turn. A prostitute trolling for clients. A drunk yelling maniacally, “I played with Jordan, I played with Jabbar. They ain’t shit. And neither are you!” A buffed-out guy in a silk suit and alligator shoes arrives, swigging from a bottle of Courvoisier. An agent? A scout? The crowd gives him elbow room. A couple of teenage mothers with strollers come by. There are many of them in Coney Island; they get significantly less elbow room.

It’s past midnight now, and the ambient glow of Manhattan’s remote skyscrapers has turned the sky a metallic blue. Standing courtside, we can see only the darkened outlines of the projects, looming in every direction, and the shirtless players streaking back and forth, drenched in orange light. Now and then the ref steps out from the darkness onto center court and his official stripes glow incongruously beneath the court lights as the Doppler wail of police sirens drifts in from the nearby streets. Corey, sprinting downcourt, calls out, “Homeboy! Homeboy!” Standing under his own basket, Stephon lets fly with a long, improbable pass that Corey, running full speed, somehow manages to catch and dunk in one balletic leap. The game is called on account of total pandemonium: players and spectators are screaming and staggering around the court—knees buckling, heads held in astonishment. Even Mr. Courvoisier loses his cool. Stephon laughs and points to the rim, still shuddering from its run-in with Corey’s fists. “Yo, cuz!” he yells. “Make it bleed!” Then he raises his arms jubilantly and dances a little jig, rendered momentarily insane by the sheer, giddy pleasure of playing this game to perfection. 



 


 


 


 THE SUMMER SEASON



 One

ABRAHAM LINCOLN HIGH SCHOOL is a massive yellow brick building of ornate stonework and steel-gated windows at the end of Ocean Parkway, a stately, tree-lined boulevard about a mile from the Coney Island projects. Built in 1930, in the grand style of public architecture, Lincoln once counted itself among the top academic high schools in New York, its student body filled with the sons and daughters of the immigrants who had arrived in the neighborhood at the turn of this century. But as Coney Island has deteriorated over the years, so has Lincoln High. Directly across Ocean Parkway from the school are Brighton Beach and several other Jewish neighborhoods; but the kids from those areas are often sent elsewhere for their education, as Lincoln has become, little by little, a ghetto school for the projects.

Lincoln is by no means the worst or most dangerous of New York’s almost two hundred public high schools. That distinction is shared by Thomas Jefferson in Brooklyn, where two students were recently gunned down in the hallway as they walked to class; William Taft in the Bronx, where kids occasionally throw M-80s into crowded classrooms; and the forty-five other schools throughout the five boroughs where metal detectors have been installed at the front doors to separate students from their coat-pocket arsenals. The faculty at Lincoln includes some of the most dedicated teachers in the city, as well as a principal who just retired after twenty-two years of holding the school together through this era of enormous change. Still, a malaise has set in at Lincoln, as it has at so many inner-city schools. Twenty-five hundred students attend Lincoln, packing every inch of its yellow-walled corridors at dismissal time, and it often seems that an equal number of security guards is required to keep them from inflicting grievous bodily harm on one another. The first day I dropped by, in the spring of 1991, there was much commotion in the Lincoln hallway because the locker of a student was found to contain a handgun. On my second visit, the weapon in question was a six-inch knife. After one student was taken by ambulance to Coney Island Hospital with a neck wound requiring forty stitches, even some of the most peaceable kids at the school began carrying X-Acto knives for protection.

 Most of the African-American students at Lincoln arrive each morning from the nine subsidized housing complexes that run from West Twenty-first Street in Coney Island to West Thirty-seventh, and between Neptune Avenue and Surf—a thirty-block grid of streets comprising not much more than project buildings and basketball courts. Many of the students’ parents are jobless and support their families with welfare and food stamps. Although the universal teenage fashion of baseball caps and baggy, low-riding jeans provides a certain camouflage, the overwhelming poverty of these families is evident in the Lincoln corridors, where kids sometimes show up for school in midwinter wearing nothing but hooded sweatshirts, huddling close to hallway radiators to keep warm; or at the end of each school year when a handful of seniors who cannot afford the school’s $88 cap-and-gown fee apply for special dispensation. A lot of Lincoln kids remain in the neighborhood after they graduate, working as orderlies at Coney Island Hospital or store managers at McDonald’s or foremen on construction crews—jobs not much better than the ones their parents have, if indeed their parents have any jobs at all.

 Amid such diminished prospects, the opportunities presented to those kids who make the school’s varsity basketball team are stunningly vast—a door in a constricted room suddenly flung open on the wider world. Filling its rosters with kids who, in a grim bit of humor, call their court the Garden, though they must share it each day with the neighborhood’s prostitutes and junkies, the Lincoln team has become the odds-on favorite each year to play for the city championship at the real Madison Square Garden, under television lights and the gaze of six thousand fans. And Lincoln’s reputation as New York’s best public school team is now drawing invitations to national tournaments, allowing kids who have never lived anywhere but the Coney Island projects to find themselves on week-long, all-expenses-paid trips to Florida, Las Vegas, and San Diego.

But city championships and national tournaments, however thrilling, are transient moments. The ultimate reward of making the varsity squad arrives in the form of the dozens of college coaches who visit Lincoln each year with the promise of full, four-year athletic scholarships to schools like Seton Hall, Providence, Temple, Syracuse, and Villanova. Every year they come—descending upon this forgotten corner of New York to take the measure of the school’s best players. You can always tell when a college coach has entered the crowded Lincoln gym for a game: the long wooden bleachers have already begun to fill—with hopeful parents, older brothers curious to check out the new crew, kids from the junior varsity studying the moves of the upperclassmen. Everyone in Coney Island reads the high school sports section in New York Newsday to size up Lincoln’s competition in the city’s Public School Athletic League (the PSAL); and for every crucial home game the neighborhood packs the house, streaming into the Lincoln gym until the door monitors stanch the flood and the refs tell everyone to “take a couple of big steps back from the court now, or we’re not gonna start this game.” And just at that moment, before the ref walks to center court and the ball goes up, a famous coach—P. J. Carlesimo from Seton Hall or Rollie Massimino of Villanova—will appear at the door, and the news will ripple through the raucous crowd, already decked out in Seton Hall caps and Villanova sweatshirts in anticipation of a moment like this.

 Out on the court, the players fight the urge not to eyeball the new arrivals; etiquette requires a cool indifference. But the presence of the suits amid the Afros, flattops, and box-and-fades in the Lincoln bleachers is unquestionably momentous. For the prospect of being recruited by a top college coach offers a Lincoln student more than the opportunity to play NCAA ball for four years in front of millions of viewers on ESPN. It promises something substantial and long-lasting: that even if an NBA contract isn’t in the cards for any of the players, their talent and tenacity on the court will at least reward them with a free college education, a decent job after graduation, and a one-way ticket out of Coney Island—a chance, in other words, to liberate themselves from the grinding daily privations of life in the ghetto once and for all.

Coaches were everywhere at Lincoln during the spring following the team’s 1991 city championship. Russell, Corey, and Tchaka were finishing their junior year, and Stephon was expected to join them as a freshman in the fall. Winning a championship at any time during his high school career gives a player a tremendous boost toward college recruitment. That Russell, Corey, and Tchaka had won their titles as juniors seemed even more auspicious. Now that the National Collegiate Athletic Association, the governing body of college athletics, allows high school players to sign with colleges in the fall of their senior year, most coaches pick the promising juniors and watch them play during July and August, when the nation’s best players go head to head at the summer basketball camps. Then the coaches start recruiting as soon as the players return to school in the fall.

 It was a fine time to have caught up with the Lincoln varsity. Celebrations of the team’s 55–40 victory over South Shore High School at Madison Square Garden kept going off throughout the spring, like intermittent explosions after the Fourth. The New York City Board of Education awarded each Lincoln player a wristwatch with psal 1991 and a tiny basketball printed on the dial. Newsday, which had covered the team all season, presented the players with a blue-cloth championship banner, which they hung from the rafters of the Lincoln gym. Rick Barnes, the head coach at Providence College, even made a surprise appearance at the team’s end-of-the-year dinner to deliver a speech about pride, discipline, and the pot of gold at the end of the rainbow. And that, it seemed, was no exaggeration. The current mania for basketball in this country—which one sees on NBA broadcasts, during the NCAA’s “March Madness” tournament, even on sneaker commercials selling the work ethic along with those $120 high-tops—has translated into extraordinary opportunities for players like Russell, Corey, Tchaka, and Stephon. In the next eight months, if everything goes as it should, these players will be offered the chance—so rare under any circumstances, but especially rare in a place like Coney Island—to change irrevocably the course of their lives just as they are coming into adulthood. And having attached myself to the team as its reporter-in-residence, I will be around to watch the whole thing happen.

***

A few more weeks now and the 1991 school year will be over. For the past month the air has been thick with a yellow haze, and with the school windows open you can smell the sharp tang of the Atlantic just a few blocks away. To get to Lincoln from the Coney Island projects, you take a bus or walk down Surf Avenue, which runs parallel with the boardwalk. When you hit Ocean Parkway, you hang a left and walk north a few blocks to the school. If you hang a right, however, you end up on the beach. A lot of Lincoln High is on the beach these days. This is the time of year when the indolent weather turns a student’s thoughts toward last-minute truancy, and anyone who is contemplating dropping out is advised by his friends to “just do it.”

 But Russell, Corey, and Tchaka are all in school, and happily so. There is much still to discuss. There is the continuing postgame analysis of the team’s championship at the Garden—more specifically, how Tchaka kept dunkin’ on that skinny-ass nigger from South Shore and Russell was hitting his treys like water—waap, waap, waap . . . There are those PSAL watches, which are undeniably dorky but do afford the players the pleasure of asking each other, “Yo, what time is it?” so that they can look at their wrists and exclaim, like NBA broadcasters, “It’s championship time!”

Now that the PSAL season is over, the players are free to go home right after school. But even after the last class bell rings, disgorging hundreds of students into the school corridors, they always gather outside the gym for some last-minute foolishness and often an impromptu meeting with their coach. And here comes Tchaka Shipp now, considerably more relaxed than he looked the other day out by the projects, loping down the corridor like Magic Johnson—head and neck stretched forward and the rest of his body in hot pursuit. Tchaka is short for Tchaka Omowale, an African name meaning “the king-child has come home.” And one must concede the point: the name is actually beginning to fit. Not yet seventeen and already six feet seven, Tchaka is a majestic-looking kid, with high cheekbones and a long sloping forehead that lend him an Egyptian aspect, though the gold-rimmed glasses he occasionally favors tilt his image more toward Sidney Poitier. Today he is wearing long plaid shorts and a tight-fitting tank top, and with his imposing rack of shoulder muscles straining the seams of his shirt he seems to rise above the noisy crowd in the hallway like a parade float.

 “Yo!” Tchaka yells in my direction. “Yo!”

“What’s up?”

“Couple more weeks I’m outta here!” he cries. “Takin’ my six-seven self to Nike!”

This upcoming trip to “Nike” is, not to put too fine a point on it, precisely what Tchaka has been dreaming of every day for the past year. Each summer the Nike sneaker company invites the nation’s 120 finest high school basketball players to Indianapolis for a week-long, all-expenses-paid jamboree. Also in attendance is every top Division I college coach in America, there to appraise the talent and reward the best. Ever since he received his invitation, Tchaka has been in an expansive mood, and today is no exception. He walks up to me in the corridor and claps me on the shoulder. But immediately his eyes grow large and he brings his hand to his mouth. “You know what this means, don’t you? There are going to be at least thirty guys my size or taller! I’m gonna be the little one!”

That will require no small adjustment on Tchaka’s part. For two years now, Tchaka has had his way with the PSAL as he established his front-court game—maximum use of elbows on the boards and an insatiable appetite for the ball. From time to time last season Tchaka would receive a pass at the foul line, allow himself a single dribble, and with his uncommon leaping ability find himself eye to eye with the rim for an easy lay-up or dunk. But he soon discovered it was also possible to cry out like some herniated weight lifter, ream the ball through the hoop, and then, as he hung from the rim with a fiendish look, listen for the urgent, swelling, seashell roar of the crowd rushing in from the bleachers, howling their delight. “One more second on the rim, young man, and you’ve got yourself a technical,” the ref would warn as soon as Tchaka had landed on the firm earth. But Tchaka would grin and shake his head and point out—most reasonably, in light of the still-whooping fans—that monster dunks were precisely what the crowd came to see. Tchaka sometimes concludes his games by collapsing flat on his back at center court, an expression of spent bliss on his face and his shorts split violently up the seam.

 But that was the PSAL and among the Lilliputians. How Tchaka will fare at Nike, against the nation’s best and biggest players, remains an open question. Despite his size, Tchaka comes to the game with certain disadvantages, not the least of which is that he grew up in slightly less constricted circumstances than his Coney Island teammates. Unlike Russell, Corey, and Stephon, whose recreational options in the projects were limited to either basketball or basketball, Tchaka’s preferred sport until he became a high school freshman was bicycling. But having suddenly elongated to six feet three, Tchaka found his knees scraping the handlebars, and he swapped his bike for his first pair of high-tops. Three years later he was still growing, almost visibly to the naked eye, and playing at times with some awkwardness, as if he had rented his body on game day and got stuck with a size too big. As a sophomore, Tchaka averaged only four points per game; now, as a junior, ten. He has trouble shooting a jumper more than eight feet from the basket and sometimes can’t catch a pass unless it hits him squarely in the chest. Walking down the street, Tchaka sometimes dribbles a phantom ball through his legs and behind his back, since the genuine article often ties him up in knots.


 Frustrated by this gap between his real and imagined games, these days Tchaka has initiated a rigorous program of self-improvement. When he isn’t in school or on the court, he is usually in his bedroom in Jamaica, studying college games on tape. Tchaka has hundreds of them, and most evenings when he gets home from school his first order of business is to fish through the pile for a vintage contest—UNLV v. Seton Hall, perhaps—pop it in his VCR, and lie on his bed for the next two hours, analyzing the Running Rebels’ power moves to the basket.

Now in the crowded Lincoln corridor, standing chest-deep in the moving tide of homebound students, Tchaka shows me what his research has yielded: a technique, when you’ve been boxed out for a rebound, to spin around your opponent in order to re-establish position. One of Tchaka’s classmates, walking down the corridor with her schoolbooks clasped to her chest, tries to get position on him, yelling, “Come on, Tchaka, get out of my way!” But Tchaka is focused elsewhere, planting his sneakers on the marble floor and executing perfect spin moves, one after another, in a dizzying pirouette. “Gonna have to try this one at Nike!” he says.

I feel a pair of eyes on us and quickly spot Russell Thomas over in the corner, watching Tchaka’s maneuvers. Russell, I know, would like to be going to Nike himself, and feels that he should be, given all his hours of solitary drillwork at the Garden. Tchaka may be the team’s tallest player, but it was Russell, by virtue of his extraordinary self-imposed discipline, who got the ball last season whenever the game was on the line. During competition, Russell’s concentration level is so high that it actually comes as a surprise to see him miss. His ability to drop one jump shot after another into the hoop has earned him the nickname Tick Tick, because he scores like clockwork—though it could also refer to the fact that he often seems like a device about to go off. That, more or less, is the way Russell looks now: as he listens to Tchaka discussing his Nike plans, a deep crease forms between his eyebrows and his features settle into a fierce mask. Only his eyes are in motion.

 Of all the Lincoln players, Russell has perhaps the most difficult home life, living as he does in one of Coney Island’s worst projects; and the promise that a college scholarship could release him from that life often brings him not only hope, but also a considerable amount of anxiety when he begins to doubt the certainty of this means of escape. The pressure that puts on him can affect his behavior, often in mysterious ways. One time after a recent game, for example, Russell snuck out the back door of the locker room to avoid a team meeting, leaving everyone wondering whether he was angry at himself for his performance or angry at his teammates for not passing him the ball. Probably both. A few weeks later he skipped the team’s year-end dinner, apparently angry that he hadn’t been named the season’s Most Valuable Player. (The award went to a graduating senior.) Russell’s anxiety took a more serious turn last fall. Not long after the start of the school year, he got into a violent fight with his girlfriend. Terrified—quite irrationally—that he might get thrown in jail and never be recruited to college, Russell climbed to the top of one of Coney Island’s highest buildings. It took almost half an hour of reasoned talk by his high school coach and members of the Sixtieth Precinct to bring him back from the edge.

Since that day, however, Russell has vowed to change, and he has in many ways. Although school work has never come as easily to him as it does to Tchaka, this year Russell is determined to let nothing—not a low school average nor a poor SAT score—prevent him from qualifying for Division I ball and earning his bachelor’s degree. According to NCAA rules, students who want to play sports at four-year Division I schools—those with the nation’s top athletic programs—may do so only after maintaining at least a 70 average in high school and receiving a combined score of 700 on the math and verbal sections of the SATs. This year, Russell has given up his lunch period to study, and lately he’s been carrying around a set of vocabulary flash cards, which he pulls out whenever there isn’t a basketball in his hands.

 Nevertheless, Russell can’t always suppress the envy he feels when he sees good grades or Nike invitations fall into Tchaka’s hands. And Tchaka, for his part, continues to think of Russell as a bit of a “head case,” a kid with “social problems.” So when Russell walks up to Tchaka in the school corridor now, Tchaka tilts his head back an inch or two, almost as if he were expecting to get punched. Russell extends his hand. “Yo, Tchak—I heard the news about Nike,” he says. “I’m proud of you, man.” They shake solemnly, and Russell tells me that he’ll be making appearances this summer at the B/C All-Stars basketball camp in Pennsylvania, as well as the Empire State Games in Albany, New York. These venues are not quite as prestigious as Nike—in a game that rewards height, Russell stands only six feet two—but they are still fine opportunities to gain exposure in front of the college coaches. “Besides that, I guess I’ll just work out alone and study for my SATs.” Russell lowers his gaze, contemplating his sneakers. “I got some good news too,” he says, hesitantly. Still looking down, he pulls from his back pocket a piece of paper and presents it to Tchaka. Unfolding it, Tchaka discovers he is holding Russell’s report card. Russell glances up at Tchaka. “I did good, huh?”

Tchaka sees that his teammate has just got a 79—better, for the first time, than himself. “Yeah, Russell!” he cries. “You’re a student-athlete now!” Tchaka reaches forward with his giant hand and gives Russell’s freshly shaved head a congratulatory rub. Corey Johnson, walking down the corridor, observes this ceremony and joins in polishing Russell’s smooth dark orb.

 “What are we doing?” Corey asks with a smile. “Making a wish?”

“Russell got a seventy-nine!” Tchaka exclaims while Russell rocks from one foot to the other with glad self-consciousness. “Let’s see your report card,” Tchaka says meaningfully, but Corey has taken a step backward and begun shimmying across the corridor, rapping something to himself while several (female) classmates look on. Whether he’s hanging out by the Coney Island courts or around the Lincoln corridor, Corey always cuts a stylish figure. The other day he showed up in school wearing a hoop earring, gold
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